Genet on a strikingly similar mission. The resemblance and timing of thi decision suggest that Mountflorence's proposal had an influence on French policy. The document also raises questions about Mountflorenc motivations. Why did a man who fought for American independen take steps that might have risked the neutrality of his government? The evidence suggests that Mountflorence was economically interested i freeing the Mississippi River from Spanish control, a move that wou potentially have increased the value of his western land investment ( Figure I ). His self-interested scheme was, in this way, quite similar other prominent western conspiracies. There is also a possibility th Mountflorence had accomplices. Particularly, Mountflorence's activit warrants a reexamination of Blount's role in the Genet affair. Mountflorence settled for a brief time in Warren County, Nort Carolina. He attempted to join the local Masonic lodge but was turn away, seemingly for his European pretensions. About this time he beg making trips to Tennessee (then a part of North Carolina) as a deputy sur veyor and land agent. His western experiences were formative, and in 178 he published several letters in the newspapers criticizing Spain, which at that time controlled the Louisiana territory and frequently prevente American access to the port of New Orleans. Writing in the Columbi Herald, Mountflorence stated: "the inhabitants of the Illinois, Kentucky, Cumberland, and the Natchez, can have no trade, and consequently n market . . . without a free navigation of that beautiful [Mississippi] river He continued in language foretelling future intrigues: "In a very sho time, the western inhabitants alone will have strength enough to emancipate themselves from the tyrannical pretensions of Spain and should they obtain at present this navigation, even with innumerable restrictions, would nevertheless accelerate the moment when this great event is to tak place . . . The Two Floridas and Louisiana must in time, by their situation, by the weakness of Spain in population, and their deficiency in husbandry fall under the dominion of the United States." Mountflorence wrote again three days later in even stronger language:
A war with Spain, to which we would have been compelled, in vindication of our rights, must be of great advantage to America . . . Two thousand brave Americans, under experienced officers, animated with resentment against those troublesome neighbours, and having in object the conquest of the richest country in the world, would compleat in a few weeks from their arrival at the Natchez, the reduction of West-Florida and Louisiana, in spite of all the Spanish efforts to resist us. Another army of about the same number of men, leaving the first conquerors to defend their new acquisitions at the expence of the same, would carry the war into the very heart of Mexico.
Despite his grandiose designs, Mountflorence ended his epistle more soberly: "it would perhaps be more political to postpone to a mo remote time, all thoughts of conquest."3 Only six years later, on a jou ney to Paris, Mountflorence's dreams of conquest resurfaced. Dec. 23, 1778 , in Walter Clark, ed., The State Records of North Carolina . . . 1778 -(1896 repr., New York, 1970), 13: 335-36, esp. 13 revolutionary language fit perfectly with the aims of Lebrun and the other Girondists in charge of foreign affairs. Identifying himself as an authority on western affairs, Mountflorence wrote, "the inhabitants of Kentucky, of Cumberland, and of all the settlements built west of the Appalachian Mountains, desire nothing more than to be allowed to destroy Spanish tyranny in Louisiana and Florida, in order to restore freedom to the inhabitants of these two provinces and obtain for themselves the free navigation of the Mississippi River."7
Mountflorence continued his letter by describing a plan for an invasion of Spanish Louisiana using a legion, led by himself, "comprised of American hunters, Canadians and inhabitants of Illinois, all sworn enemies of Spanish despotism." From the French he asked for field artillery, gunpowder, lead, cannonballs, and military commissions. Mountflorence proclaimed the opportunity for success and glory yet also warned that "the most inviolable secret [must] be preserved, in order to hide from the Spanish the knowledge of the planned expedition, and to spare the United States government the inconvenience of having to oppose this plan of operations." He further suggested a new treaty of alliance with the United States. In a brief postscript, Mountflorence wrote, "It is of course understood that I will allow the inhabitants of the conquered territory the freedom to form a republican government that they judge appropriate, entirely independent from the despots of Europe."8 There is little record of how or why Mountflorence created this fascinating proposal. Animated with hostility toward Spain since his first visits to the Cumberland territory, Mountflorence seems to have been specifically interested in securing access to the Mississippi River. But in a broader sense, Mountflorence's attitude was likely shaped by his position as a land speculator and agent. His land was in Tennessee, not
Louisiana, yet his actions reflect the pervasive frontier disillusionment with federal authority, and this discontent undoubtedly shaped his views toward the propriety of western intrigue. Land speculators, as Andrew R.
L. Cayton has argued, needed a strong governmental presence in the undeveloped and unprotected frontier, which held the key to their financial success or failure. Efforts to secure the territory against Indian attacks were of primary importance, but frontiersmen also wanted settlement programs and investments in land clearing and transportation. 8 Ibid., 93V ("comprised of American hunters"), 94r ("most inviolable secret").
With the newly created federal government failing to furnish the securit and infrastructure the western territories required, speculators repeatedl turned to foreign governments. As Buckner E Melton Jr. states, "conspir acy in the Old Southwest was something of a cultural phenomenon."9
Mountflorence owned large landholdings and surrounded himself with powerful speculators, such as the Blount brothers, who helped shape his political dispositions. Other actors in the Genet affair seem have been propelled by similar motives. Clark and his agent, James O'Fallon, had long histories of land speculation and foreign intrigue forward to Kentucky to Joyn Genl. Clark and Shortly after my arival thare he thaught Fit to Give me the appointment of a Major." Though impersonal letters of recommendation were quite common, one wonders how a merely cursory recommendation would have earned Fulton one of the highest ranks in Clark's militia. Blount's letter is lost, but if it was indeed a direct recommendation of Fulton to Clark, that would suggest Blount was at least supportive of Clark and his operations. In the summer of 1794, Fulton returned to Knoxville, apparently on business for Clark, and reported disappointment "by the Abstance of Govenor Blount.Mi3 When the Genet affair was exposed to the public, however, Blount reacted with hostility. In an indignant tone, he wrote in January 1794: "I am surprised and mortified at the information that a part of the Citizens of Mero District, who have so repeatedly complained, that a sufficient degree of defensive Protection is not extended to them, should be about to engage in an offensive War against their peaceful neighbors." Continuing in language that seems clearly hypocritical in light of his later conspiracy, Blount stated, "Should these inconsiderate Persons actually carry their scheme so far into execution . . . they will unquestionably involve the United States, in a general War, and lay themselves liable to heavy Pains and penalties, both pecuniary and corporal." Previous historians have taken Blount's protestations at face value, concluding that Blount traveled to the United States and written on western affairs: "We are convinced that navigation on the Mississippi cannot remain closed for long. They are determined to get it, either amicably or by force; they will succeed, even if they have to preach a crusade to do so. Even Congress will not be able to check their will ... A small quarrel will be enough to inflame men's minds, and if ever the Americans march on New Orleans, it will fall before them."22 Clearly, the French leaders had formed opinions on Spanish Louisiana and the attitudes of western Americans long before Mountflorence's arrival in Paris.
Nonetheless the timing of the Mountflorence letter is suggestive. Before the proposal was submitted, French officials were considering a broader scheme of Spanish American conquest. Brissot wrote in midOctober 1792 that the ministers supported Miranda as the leader of this expansive project. Then, little more than a week after Mountflorence's proposal was delivered, the French ministry modified its course and embarked on a more limited plan in line with the Tennessean's ideas. On November 5 Lebrun inquired with the Bureau of the Colonies for documents on Louisiana. By November 6 he had decided on Genet to lead the expedition. The timing It is in the universal interest of the people as well as the French Re to annihilate the despotism of the crowned tyrants, and especially the house of Bourbon25 who will always find most lethal displeasur abolition of royalty in France. In case there is a rupture with there is an easy and inexpensive way to restore liberty to the inhabi Louisiana and Florida, which would be more than a small contrib the general emancipation of all southern America from Castille's ty cal yoke, under which millions of men moan, hoping for their dence, for which they have made several useless and vain attempts. 29 Though Kentucky lies immediately south of the Ohio River, the Te South of the River Ohio, or Southwest Territory, constituted what is now T In his proposal, James Cole Mountflorence referred to this territory as "dit Sud de la riviere Ohio, ou Belle riviere." 30 James Cole Mountflorence seems never to have been a legislator, th apparently waged an unsuccessful bid for Congress shortly after North Caro which would descend the Mississippl. Indians34 could even be used in this expedition, and all the Indians of these territories are entirely devoted to the French, whom they call their older brothers. The only expense to France would be some field artillery that could be loaded at Le Havre for Alexandria, 35 and that would be transported further to the former Fort Duquesne, now Pittsburgh, where they would be loaded for Kentucky; we would also need gunpowder, lead and cannonballs; and it would be necessary to provide for the subsistence of the troops from the moment they assemble. The seizures that would be made would amply compensate the Republic for her small advance, not to mention the glory that would come to France for having done so much in the old and the new world for the total destruction [fol. 94r] of tyranny and despotism.
I would only need to be endowed with appropriate power from the Republic to raise this legion, which would be regarded as French troops, and the most inviolable secret be preserved, in order to hide from the Spanish the knowledge of the planned expedition, and to spare the United States government the inconvenience of having to oppose this plan of operations. However, it would be essential to inform the French minister in Philadelphia, so that he might thwart any claims made by the court of Madrid. Perhaps it would even be expedient to negotiate a new treaty of alliance with the United States, while I work on the plans execution.36 I propose marching upon Louisiana at the beginning of next spring. I leave for the United States in three or four days; therefore, it is the matter of the moment, if the plan is tempting. I can go into greater detail and give a better explanation if the government finds it necessary. The 26th of October, 1st year of the Republic J.C. Mountflorence Former Major in the Service of United States, hotel de Nismer, Grenelle-St. Honore* Street, Paris It is of course understood that I will allow the inhabitants of the conquered territory the freedom to form a republican government that they judge appropriate, entirely independent from the despots of Europe.
34 James Cole Mountflorence used the word Sauvages to refer to the local Indian population.
35 Alexandria, Va.
36 Edmond-Charles-Edouard Genet's instructions stated that he should negotiate a new treaty of alliance with the United States. For a full copy of his instructions in French, see Jameson et al., "Selections from the Draper Collection," 1: 957-67.
